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Abstract 
 
Based on a revised SPQ2F instrument (Biggs, 2003, Biggs and Leung, 2001) this exploratory 
study investigates the differences of the study approaches of on campus and offshore students 
and their perceptions of the delivery of a marketing unit in an Australian university. The 
results indicate that there are no significant differences in students’ general approaches to 
study though their study methods may differ according to the learning contexts and the prior 
learning backgrounds. The also study reveals that majority of students seem to adopt deep 
learning than surface learning approaches, though in comparison on campus students appear 
to have deep learning orientations than the off shore campus students.    
 
Introduction 
 
Student study approaches have been a core research area among higher educational 
researchers for over two decades. (Coffield et al, 2004). The increasing cultural diversity and 
the global mobility of student population have created a greater interest and controversy 
among researchers and practitioners alike in the application of the learning theories in relation 
to the social, cultural, and environmental influences on learning. Similarly, the continuous 
improvement of the ‘quality’ of teaching and learning has become one of the key goals of 
universities endeavouring to fulfil their obligations as learning institutions. This task 
represents a major adjustment on the part of the institutions given the increasing diversity of 
the student population and changing demands of students from different cultural and ethnic 
backgrounds. A key source of the diversity is the international students studying in different 
universities around the world. A recent report by Banks et al (2007) indicates that Australia 
attracts students from 120 countries in the world. In addition, the migration trends, greater 
access to higher education (Ramsden, 2003), particularly the diversification of access to 
disenfranchised groups and new ‘clients’ such as working adults, older learners and learners 
at a distance (Middlehurst, 2004) have contributed to this diversity. 
 
A major outcome of this development is the differences in study approaches and academic 
capabilities of students influenced by prior learning backgrounds (Ramburuth and 
McCormick 2001; Trigwell and Prosser, 1999) and exposure to a variety of teaching styles 
(Biggs, 1999 & 1987). The issue therefore is how universities should address these 
differences in designing curricula and modes of delivery to improve the ‘quality’ of teaching 
and learning.   In this context, understanding how students learn is essential with continuous 
inquiry into teaching in order to assess, evaluate and clarify aims of teaching as part of the 
scholarship of teaching. Biggs (2003) argues that individual teacher would have to take 
responsibility for improvement in teaching; institutions will need to take responsibility for the 
quality enhancements in the whole delivery system. 
  
The aim of this paper is to compare the study approaches of two groups of students who are 
studying as on campus and off shore full time day students in an Australian university and to 
investigate their perceptions on the delivery of the unit. The sample for the study is drawn 
from two tutorial classes which in the context of this study considered as the learning 
environment, and tutorial discussions, group work and assessment processes are considered as 
the learning contexts. In this study on campus students are defined as those studying in 
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Australia while off shore students are those studying in an overseas location following same 
course of instruction and content. The former cohort is a mixed nationality (mainly Australian 
born), the latter are Asian students.  
 
Background 
 
The marketing unit, a second year subject in an undergraduate commerce degree, is offered 
each year in multiple campuses both as on campus and off campus modes and attracts around 
350 students (both on campus and offshore) in each semester. The delivery of the unit is 
similar in both on and offshore campus modes with face to face teaching and the use of an E-
learning system (WebCT equivalent) as an extended but an extremely important 
communication and learning environment for both modes. An increased dependency of some 
students on the E- learning system as their only learning environment and less exposure to 
face to face teaching has been of concern to many academics. This is due to the fact that many 
students work either full time or part time although they are enrolled as full time day students.  
This would inevitably have implications on managing a large unit apart from its impact on 
students learning, teaching strategies, learning contexts and the uniformity of assessment. 
Less face to face contact for some students has reduced opportunities for the application of 
different learning contexts which cannot be delivered successfully to students who opt for the 
online environment for all their learning resources.   
 
The tutorial classes for this unit are conducted each week and the tutorials are focussed on 
discussions on topics and concepts covered in the lecture of the previous week, discussion on 
chapter end questions and selected case studies. Students are able to access the suggested 
answers to tutorial questions discussed in each tutorial in the following week and to interact 
with fellow students via the E-learning system discussion area.   
 
Literature review 
 
There are two schools of thought in relation to how the student diversity should be addressed 
in teaching and learning... One suggests that planning courses and teaching methods require a 
strong alignment with different study approaches of students which would entail changes in 
curricula and how they are delivered (Smith, 2002, Kalantzis and Cope 2000). Some others, 
however, do not advocate what is known as the “matching theory” in education. It is argued 
that study approaches should not be considered as fixed as they change depending on the 
learning environment and tasks. Hence an effective teacher needs to have an 
“armamentarium” of teaching methods and learning activities to be used as and when required 
(Mc Keachie, 1995). 
  
There is overwhelming acceptance in the literature (Biggs 1987; Entwistle 1989; Marton and 
Säljö 1997; Prosser and Trigwell 1998) that students choose to adopt a either a deep or 
surface approach to learning (Richardson 1990) depending on their perception of a learning 
task.  Biggs (1983) through his Study Process Questionnaire (SPQ) emphasises the 
interrelationships and interactions between phases of learning – presage, process and product 
factors of learning.  Presage relates to student experiences before learning takes place, 
process accounts for strategies while learning is taking place and product focuses on 
outcomes after learning has taken place. The original SPQ3P model comprised 42 scale items 
in 6 sub-scales. In 2001, due to criticisms related to the original model, Biggs refined the 
instrument with a 2 factor, 2 sub-scale models with 20 items representing only deep and 
surface with achieving motive and strategy sub-scales. Since then the instrument has been 
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used in several research projects including cross cultural studies (Zhang, 2000) with 
consistent results confirming its scale reliabilities.  The revised model  was rationalised on the 
basis of practicality in terms of quicker and easier administration by regular teachers to 
monitor teaching context, was considered as “an ideal tool for teachers in evaluating and 
researching their own classrooms” with a view to promoting deep approaches to learning. 
 
 Aims and objectives 
 
The aim of the investigation is two fold, (a) to ascertain the individual study approaches of on 
campus and offshore full time students in a marketing class and (b) to assess the perceptions 
of students on the structure and delivery of tutorial classes conducted as part of teaching in the 
unit.   
 
The research questions associated with the study are: 
 
1. What are differences in the study approaches of students investigated? 
2. What are the common themes explicit in the perceptions of students in regard to the 
learning context? 
3. What opportunities are available for further improvement in the delivery of the unit? 
 
 
Methodology 
 
The study was based on a self administered survey. A revised R-SPQ-2F questionnaire was 
administered in two tutorial classes to obtain an insight into the study approaches of students 
attending the classes and their perceptions of the delivery of the unit. The selection of students 
was based on convenience sampling and only students volunteering for the study was 
included in the sample. The sample comprised of a total of 41 students – 28 on campus and 13 
offshore. In the first section of the questionnaire, students were asked to rate their study 
orientations on a Likert scale of 1-5 (rarely true of me to true of me) higher rating indicating a 
positive inclination towards a particular study approach. Indices were constructed for each of 
the study approach domains: Deep Approach (DA), Surface Approach (SA), Deep Motive 
(DM), Surface Motive (SM), Deep Strategy (DS), Surface Strategy (DS) followed by T tests 
of means and cross tabulations on Mode (On campus/Offshore)  In the second section of the 
questionnaire, students were expected to respond to several open ended questions expressing 
their personal views, and experiences in relation to their learning in the unit The quantitative 
data was analysed using SPSS and the qualitative data were handled manually. 
 
 
 Results 
 
Results indicated that there were no significant differences among students in regard to the 
study approach domains except for minor variation related to specific questions. The analysis 
of responses to items as shown in table 1 however provides insight into some of the 
differences. It shows the percentage of students’ broad study orientations and the measured 
variables. The results suggest that overall students seem to adopt deep learning than surface 
learning though they differ in terms of the learning contexts. For example 57.4% of students 
show deep learning orientations within the deep approach and surface approach domains 
supported by high positive scores by students in items such as “work hard interesting” (DM), 
“learning provide deep personal satisfaction” (DM), “any topic can be interesting” “self test 
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until understand” (DS), “need to form own conclusions” (DS) but seem to differ when action 
is to be taken (strategy). The deviations in deep approach are in items: “come to class with 
questions” (DM) “Spend time on interesting topics (DS), “use free time in interesting topics” 
(DS). In the case of surface approach, all students seem to adopt similar motivation (SM) in 
learning doing minimum work as possible, and shared the orientation of  ”learning by rote” as 
a strategy (SS), It is clear that surface learning is used as a strategy students when required. 
This supports our contention that student study approaches differ according to the tasks and 
the learning context. 
 
Table 1 
Deep approach Rarely true of me  True of me On  Campus Mean     Offshore Mean 
Average 42.6 57.4 3.0                               2.8 
 
Deep motivation  Rarely true of me True of me On/offshore Means  
Work hard if interesting 26,8 73.2 3.2               2.9 
Deep personal satisfaction 34.1 65.9 3.0               2.8 
Any topic can be interesting 36.6 63.4 3.0               3.2 
Exciting as a good book or 
movie 
48.8 51.2 2.5               2.9 
Come to class with questions 56.1 43.9 2.7               2.3 
Average 40.5 59.5 2.8               2.9 
 
Deep strategy  Rarely true of me True of me On/Offshore Means 
Test self until understand 29.3  70.7 3.2            3.0 
Need to form own conclusions 34.1  65.9 3.1            3.0 
Spend time on interesting topics 56.1  43.9 2.4            2.3 
Do suggested readings 34.1  65.9 3.3            2.7 
Use free time on interesting topics 70.7  29.6 1.9            2.3 
Average 44.8  55.2 2.1            2.7 
 
Surface approach Rarely true of 
me 
True of me On Campus Mean       Offshore Mean 
Average 42.9 57.1 2.3                                2.6 
 
Surface motivation Rarely true of me True of me  On/Offshore Means 
Little work as possible to pass 73.2 26.8 1.6            2.8 
Not study topics in depth 65.9 34.1 2.1            2.2 
Do minimum work to pass 63.4 36.6 2.1            2.4 
Get by memorising key sections 65.9 34.1 1.8            2.3 
Un-examined material not learnt 51.2 48.8 2.4            2.9 
Average 63.4 36.6 2.0            2.5 
 
Surface Strategy Rarely true of me True of me On/Offshore Means 
Not study un-examinable material 41.5 58.5 2.5            3.1 
Do what is set and no extra 41.5 58.5 2.6            2.8 
Remember answers to questions   39.0 61.0 2.4            3.0 
Learn some by rote 58.5 41.5 2.6            2.5 
Only study what’s given in class 41.5 58.5 2.3            3.0 
Average 44.4 55.6 2.5            2.9 
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The cross tabulation of data has revealed greater differences in the deep approaches between  
on and off campus students but the differences in the surface approaches were not very 
prominent. In comparing of means between the two groups, in terms of the overall 
orientation, On campus students seem to have greater propensity to adopt deep approaches 
and less surface approaches to study than the Off campus students, however in terms of the 
subscales -Motivation (DM/SM), Strategy (DS/SS)  were differences as outlined below: 
 
• Studying academic topis can be as exciting as a good novel (DM) higher for Off campus 
students  
• Any topic can be interesting (DM) :  higher for Off Campus students 
• Do suggested reading (DS): higher for Off Campus students 
• Learn by rote (SS) higher for On Campus student 
  
The results did not support Biggs’s (2003) finding that Asian students are ‘deeper’ learners 
than “western” students. This study, however, indicated that On/Off Shore Campus students 
face similar problems in learning and students appear to use both deep and surface approaches 
depending on the learning task and the environment. Table 2 provides an analysis of the 
qualitative feedback on open ended questions related to the perceptions of the unit content and 
the learning context (Tutorials). 
 
Table 2: Analysis of qualitative feedback  
Questions Positive  Some reservations Negative 
Find the subject interesting 76%  24%  0% 
Structure and workload acceptable 97%  0% 3% 
Usefulness of tutorials as learning exercise 100%  0% 0% 
Tutorial structure and format 88%  0% 12% 
Any improvements to current delivery 98%  2% 0% 
Project work as a learning exercise 93%  2% 5% 
 
Nearly a quarter (24%) of students found the subject hard and uninteresting and all of them 
indicated that statistical parts of the course content were uninteresting and difficult. Only one 
student felt the structure and workload to be boring. All students agreed tutorials were useful 
as a learning exercise, while 98% felt the current format was acceptable, one student remained 
non-committed. Project work was accepted as a good learning exercise and useful for their 
future careers by 93% of students while 5% of students felt the project was too hard. 
 
 Conclusions, Limitations and Future Research 
 
The study was of an exploratory nature focussed on analysing the study approaches and 
perceptions of On/Offshore campus students on the delivery of a marketing unit in an 
Australian university. The quantitative results indicated varying approaches but the general 
orientation appeared to be more inclined towards deep learning though students differed in 
terms of their study motivations and strategies depending on the learning context. Statistical 
component of the unit appeared to be of concern to some students.  There was high awareness 
and appreciation of the value of tutorials and project work as a good learning experience. 
 
The outcomes of the study indicate the importance of prior training in basic statistics to 
prepare students for the subject. Currently there is no pre-requisite for the unit and 
consideration may be given to introduce basic statistics as a pre-requisite to offering the 
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subject. Following this study, in order to satisfy differing approaches to study (deep/surface), 
several enhancements including a more comprehensive reflective journal assignment and 
tutorial workshops in e-learning system were introduced with the ability to vary the content 
depending on circumstances.   
 
The small sample size and the focus of the inquiry on one single unit would have effect on the 
replicability and generalisation of the findings to all learning contexts. Future research should 
ideally focus on cultural effects on learning approaches and how far learning contexts 
influence greater adaptation of study approaches of students. 
  .  
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